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INTRODUCTION



No period of recent history has been so thoroughly explored as the Third Reich. Although the dictatorship lasted only a dozen years out of the past century of German history, the cataclysmic war that Hitler unleashed, and the genocide of Europe’s Jews, had repercussions far beyond Germany’s borders and still reverberates in the history of today.


So intense and dramatic were those twelve years of German history that they have forced anyone who looks at them to ask some big questions. First, how did a nation with a reputation for civilized behaviour and a long and glittering cultural heritage come to spawn a violent dictatorship capable of committing remarkable barbarities? This is a question which seems all the more puzzling with the passage of time, since post-war Germany has seen no real residue from the militarism and racism that characterized the Third Reich. In the sixty-five years since its collapse Germans have been Europe’s virtuous citizens. Second, why was Hitler allowed to come to power when his party had only just over one-third of the electorate behind it? Of course, there have been plenty of minority parties running the government in the last century. But given the menace that Hitler represented it is necessary to explain why the two-thirds of Germans who did not vote for Hitler could not find a way of blocking his rise to power. Moreover, having failed, millions of them then threw in their lot with a regime that showed from the start its willingness to behave in utterly lawless ways.


Finally there is the complex question of why Adolf Hitler, an apparent nonentity to many of those who met him in private (away from the rostrum and the baying crowds), was able to exert such an extraordinary grip on the German people, a grip that brought them to the edge of complete destruction without ever eroding entirely the bond that bound leader and led together. The fascination that he exerted exists still today in the endless quest to understand the real Hitler. The truth lies not entirely with Hitler, whose personality was bizarre and whose ambitions grew the more he believed that he was chosen by destiny, but with the people he led, many of whom wanted to believe and who accepted the cult of personality as an act of faith rather than a realistic assessment of the kind of man who led them. In this sense Hitler was, as he always claimed, the supreme representative of his people, not someone imposed on Germany as an alien presence. The ‘leader cult’ has operated in other dictatorships too, in Mao’s China and Stalin’s Russia, with fatal consequences for those who refused to believe. But in the German case leader and led both colluded in the fiction of Hitler as the German Messiah; many people refused to confront the sheer irrationalism of this belief and as a result found themselves committing awful atrocities in the name of the Führer.


In trying to come to terms with these large questions it is important to bear in mind that a significant fraction of Germans were affected by the idealism of the National Socialist revolution and genuinely believed they were building a better world, a new utopia in which there would be no racial enemies, no social tensions, no alien cultural influences but instead a cosy social vision of happy families, healthy blond children and a pure race. The idea that Germany’s national revival under Hitler was destined to make Germany the centre of a revived European civilization now seems entirely wrong-headed, but there were idealistic Germans who hoped that for all the rough edges of the national revolution, a better world would result, not just for Germany but for the rest of Europe too. The image that recurs often in the propaganda of the Third Reich is the triumph of order over chaos, of decency and honesty over the malign values of other world views.


This vision of a new promised land is very hard to reconcile with the violence, discrimination and injustice widely exercised by the regime. ‘You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs,’ Hermann Göring once remarked, but this was a slender excuse for the way the regime behaved to its alleged enemies and rivals, both inside Germany and in the wider world. The truth is that the regime and its supporters thrived not on a virtuous, if misplaced, idealism but on the worst aspects of human nature – resentment, against other powers and more prosperous peoples; envy, of those states who possessed rich empires or adequate resources; fear, of imagined enemies of the German ideal; hatred, of those who refused to follow the faith and betrayed or challenged the utopian vision; and above all unbridled aggression, manifested in the beatings and tortures inflicted on political enemies in 1933 through to the savage murder of defeatists and deserters in 1945. It is small wonder that the history of the Third Reich focuses on war and genocide because that was its central legacy. The German virtues that Hitler lauded were realized as vices.


The chronicle of these bleak years is full of paradox. The Third Reich so wanted to restore order, to create a natural ascendancy for a people that did regard itself as cultured and racially superior (even if not everyone believed in the propaganda of the ‘master race’), but it ended up creating chaos of an unimaginable kind and blighting German history with recollections of some of the most barbarous behaviour in the modern age. The result was to bring the German people and those they victimized untold suffering in the name of an unrealized and unrealizable ambition. The generation of Germans that grew up in the 1950s and 1960s put all this aside and focused on developing modern political institutions and a thriving economy, but the long shadow of those twelve years has lengthened with each passing decade. ‘How was it possible?’ is still a question to which many people, inside and outside Germany, have not yet found a satisfactory answer. What follows may not answer that question completely but it is designed to show what it is that is now known about the Third Reich and how we might use that knowledge in framing our answers.
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CHAPTER 1
RISE TO POWER
1923–1933



Adolf Hitler was a little-known politician in 1923, leader of a small radical nationalist party in Bavaria with a reputation for street-fighting, anti-Semitism and socialist rhetoric. Within a decade Hitler and his party, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP), had become the dominant force in German politics, poised to take power. The ten years after the end of the First World War was a historical roller-coaster for the German people. Following defeat they were forced to accept a humiliating peace treaty that blamed Germany for starting the war. For the next three years the country experienced a high level of political violence between the extreme right and extreme left, against a background of massive inflation and economic hardship. The story of Hitler’s rise to power can be explained by a mixture of luck, opportunity and ambition. Many German voters remained loyal to the existing parliamentary parties, and even at the peak before 1933, Hitler’s party did not succeed in winning more than 37 per cent of the popular vote. Hitler and his party had been marginal to the political system only a few years before, when the 1928 elections gave them only twelve seats in parliament. The economic slump paved the way for Hitler because it created a mixture of despair, anger at the outside world, and fear of communism, which persuaded many German voters that the future of Germany was at stake. Hitler posed as the ultimate saviour of Germany. For many people a Hitler vote was a risk, but it was one that millions took because it seemed the only hope. Without crisis a Hitler dictatorship was unthinkable. German National Socialism was an emergency choice, owing its success to the failure of the other parties and the parliamentary order as much as to its own strengths. Even then, Hitler achieved the chancellorship of Germany only through a backstairs political intrigue by a small band of conservative politicians who thought they could control a movement and a leader whose political potential they constantly underrated.


1923–1924
The Failed Putsch


On 9 November 1923 a procession of around 2,000 German nationalists led by the hero of the First World War, General Erich Ludendorff, and the young Austrian agitator, Adolf Hitler, marched through the centre of the Bavarian capital, Munich, down Residenzstrasse towards the Feldherrnhalle, a monument to past Bavarian generals. They were trying to stage a coup (Putsch in German) to overthrow the Bavarian regional government and, if they succeeded, the national government in Berlin as well. The long procession of men, some in the scruffy uniform of the paramilitary groups that supported the uprising, carried flags and banners. Some were armed, including Hitler himself, who carried a revolver, though he had given orders for the weapons not to be loaded. The marchers saw themselves at a turning point in German history, the vanguard of a German national revolution to avenge the defeat of 1918.


To understand what Hitler, the self-appointed leader of the Putsch, was doing in Munich on that grey and snowy day in 1923 it is necessary to turn the clock back to the last days of the First World War. Adolf Hitler, a young corporal in a Bavarian army regiment, was lying in hospital recovering from a gas attack. When he heard the news that the German leaders’ request for an armistice had been granted, to come into effect at 11.00 on 11 November 1918, he was overcome with inexpressible grief and anger. Like millions of other German soldiers, he had believed in the rightness of the German cause. The European war that broke out in early August 1914 was a war, so it was believed, engineered by the entente of Russia, France and Great Britain to emasculate German power and to impose the crude materialism of the Allies on a cultured and civilized people. Defeat when it came was a profound shock to millions of Germans who had not been told the full truth about the state of the German war machine, or of the difficulties in getting the home front to sustain any longer a draining and expensive war. For nationalists like Hitler, who had abandoned his native Austria to live in Germany in 1913, and willingly served in a German rather than an Austrian unit for four years from 1914, the armistice was treason to the fatherland. Like thousands of others, Hitler blamed defeat on socialist workers and Jewish agitators, who, it was always alleged afterwards, had ‘stabbed Germany in the back’. Defeat turned Hitler into an angry, disillusioned veteran, determined if he could to help Germany revive its natural place in the world and to take violent revenge on the Marxists and Jews who were accused of causing defeat in the first place.


Germany faced a serious political crisis as a result of the bitter divisions between left and right over how to react to the fact of defeat. The German social-democrats and liberals wanted an end to the monarchy and the establishment of a parliamentary republic; a new constitution was drawn up founding what became known as the Weimar Republic, after the city where it was formally adopted. German Communists, on the other hand, wanted a revolution like the one in Russia in 1917, which would create a workers’ state. The revolutionary wave could only be held back, paradoxically, by an alliance between the social-democrats, the army and right-wing nationalists. Communist leaders were murdered and vigilante groups, the Freikorps, composed of veterans who had kept their uniforms and weapons, were set up to destroy working-class resistance and intimidate any other alleged threats to Germany’s future.


On 28 June 1919, the new German government was compelled to sign the Versailles Treaty drawn up by the Allied side without negotiation. The Treaty disarmed Germany, took away valuable territories in Alsace Lorraine and Silesia, abolished Germany’s colonial empire and imposed, in Article 231 of the Treaty, the notorious ‘War Guilt’ clause, in which Germany was compelled to admit responsibility, together with its allies, for causing all the damage endured by the Allied powers. Germany was then required to pay extensive reparation for the damage caused; a sum finally fixed at 132 billion gold marks. Despite widespread hostility to the Treaty across the political spectrum in Germany, it had to be signed or risk an Allied invasion. One of the chief architects of acceptance, Matthias Erzberger, was murdered by Freikorps members on 27 August 1921; another politician closely associated with the new system, the Foreign Minister Walter Rathenau, was assassinated by the same group on 24 June the following year.


When Hitler emerged from hospital he returned to Munich where, in contrast to the account he later gave in the autobiographical volume Mein Kampf, he found himself siding with the radical revolutionary movement there as the spokesman for his regiment’s ‘soldiers’ council’. Briefly arrested when the regular German army overthrew the Bavarian revolution and restored order, he was released in order to become an army agitator among returning German prisoners-of-war, whose political outlook was regarded as unreliable. Hitler immediately found his calling; he gave impromptu speeches on political subjects which proved to be an instant success.


On 12 September 1919, he was ordered to attend a meeting of a fringe radical right-wing group, the German Labour Party (DAP). A month later, on 19 October, he joined the party as member number 555 (membership began from 501); by the middle of November he was invited to become one of the party’s leading figures, responsible for propaganda. He soon earned a reputation as a popular local agitator, capable of bringing in crowds to hear him denounce Versailles, condemn the ‘November criminals’ and call for the expulsion of Jews from Europe. The key elements of his political creed – a revival of Germany, war against Marxists and other enemies of the German ideal, and the eradication of Europe’s Jewish population – were in place within weeks of his decision to pursue a political career.





HITLER ON THE JEWS, 1920





The Jew brings Democracy and with it stifles Reason


Democracy = majority decision = Public opinion = Press = Capital = Jew


German democracy – means persuading the majority with reason


Jewish democracy – means killing the majority with reason


Democracy means breaking the nation’s resistance


To that end – abolition of the death sentence


But final aim subjugation of all nations


Hence


Democracy Dictatorship of the Proletariat


Final resistance Class struggle


National intelligence


Must be destroyed


The Jew as leech


Bolshevism


The bloody Jew . . .


And present-day Germany? Fight between dictatorship and democracy


No Between


Jew and German


Who has grasped this?


The parties on the Left?


The parties on the Right?


Election slogan Middle class against proletariat


Class against Class instead of Germans against Jews





Source: Werner Maser (ed) Hitler’s Letters and Notes (Bantam, New York, 1976), pp. 224–7, Hitler’s notes for a speech, 1920


The DAP was founded and led by Anton Drexler, a railway mechanic with a mixture of extreme nationalist and anti-capitalist views. Hitler worked with him closely in the first year and a half of his membership. On 20 February 1920 the party changed its name to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP) to make clear that its aim was to recruit workers, seduced by Marxism, back to the national cause. Four days later at the new Party’s first public meeting, in front of 2,000 people, Hitler read out the 25-point Party Programme, prepared by himself and Drexler. The programme came to constitute the unalterable aims of the movement when, a year later, on 29 July 1921, Hitler staged a coup in the Party against Drexler, whose tactics he regarded as too moderate. He succeeded in getting himself voted as the Party’s sole leader and secured unconditional approval of the programme. By that stage Hitler already overshadowed the rest of the Party leadership; the ever-larger crowds who came to National Socialist rallies, came to listen to him. At the same meeting that approved his takeover of the Party, Hitler was described for the first time as Führer, the title he later took in 1934 when he became Germany’s supreme authority. The term was chosen deliberately: both leader but also, in German, a guide. Hitler had begun political life hoping that he might be a drummer for the national movement, egging it along; by 1921 he saw himself as destined for larger things as Germany’s saviour.





THE NATIONAL SOCIALIST PARTY PROGRAMME, 1920





The programme of the German Workers’ Party is addressed to its era. After the goals of the programme have been achieved, the leaders refuse to set new ones for the purpose of artificially increasing the discontent of the masses, merely in order to make possible the continuance of the party.


1 We demand the union of all Germans – on the basis of the right of self-determination of peoples – in a Greater Germany.


2 We demand equality of the German people with all other nations, the abrogation of the peace treaties of Versailles and Saint-Germain [applied to Austria].


3 We demand land and soil (colonies) for the nourishment of our people and for the settlement of our excess population.


4 Only he who is a racial member can be a citizen. Only he who is of German blood, regardless of his church, can be a racial member. No Jew, therefore, can be a member of the race.


5 He who is not a citizen shall live in Germany only as a guest and must be governed by the law for aliens.


6 The right to make decisions about leadership and law belongs only to citizens. We therefore demand that every public office, no matter what kind, whether national, provincial or local, be staffed only by citizens.


7 We demand that the state pledge itself to assure the productivity and livelihood of citizens above all others. If it is not possible to support the entire population, members of foreign nations (non-citizens) are to be expelled.


8 Any further immigration of non-Germans is to be prevented. We demand that all non-Germans who have entered Germany since August 2, 1914, be forced to leave the Reich immediately.


9 All citizens must possess equal rights and duties.


10 It must be the primary duty of every citizen to work mentally or physically. The activities of the individual may not conflict with the interests of the general public but must be carried on within the framework of the whole and for the good of all.


WE THEREFORE DEMAND


11 Abolition of income unearned by labour or effort;


BREAKING THE BONDAGE
OF INTEREST


12 Considering the enormous sacrifices of property and blood which every war demands from a people, personal enrichment because of war has to be seen as a crime against the people. We therefore demand complete confiscation of war profits.


13 We demand nationalization of all (previously) incorporated companies (trusts).


14 We demand profit-sharing in big businesses.


15 We demand a generous extension of old-age insurance.


16 We demand the creation and maintenance of a sound middle class, immediate communalization of the great department stores and their leasing to small businessmen at low rents; most favourable consideration to small businessmen in all government purchasing and contracting, whether national, provincial or local.


17 We demand land reform suited to our national needs, creation of a law providing for expropriation without compensation of land for common purposes, abolition of taxes on land and prevention of all speculation.


18 We demand a relentless fight against those whose activities harm the common good. Traitors, usurers, profiteers, and so forth, are to be punished by death, regardless of creed and race.


19 We demand the substitution of a German Common Law for Roman law. Roman law serves a materialistic world order.


20 In order to make it possible for every able and industrious German to obtain a higher education, and thereby to achieve a leading position, the state must take charge of a thorough extension of our entire national educational system. The curricula of all schools must be adapted to the demands of practical life. The school must impress an understanding of the state very early, at the very beginning of rational thought in the child. We demand the education of gifted children of poor parents at the cost of the state, regardless of the parents’ status or profession.


21 The state must improve public health through protection of mother and child, prevention of child labour; by imposing a physical fitness programme by means of establishing legal obligations in gymnastics and sports, and by supporting all organizations concerned with the physical training of youth.


22 We demand the abolition of mercenary troops and the creation of a popular army.


23 We demand legal measures against the conscious political lie and its propagation through the press. In order to make possible the creation of a German press, we demand that:


a. all editors and contributors of German-language newspapers be racial comrades;


b. non-German newspapers must have the express permission of the state to appear. They may not be printed in the German language.


c. every non-German investment in or influence on German newspapers to be legally forbidden and be punished by the closing of the publishing house and the immediate expulsion of the non-Germans involved.


Newspapers which conflict with the common good are to be forbidden. We demand legal measures against any tendency in art and literature which has a subversive influence on the life of our people, and the closing down of any meetings or organizations which do not conform to these demands.


24 We demand freedom for all religious denominations within the state as long as they do not endanger the state or violate the ethical and moral feelings of the Germanic race.


The party as such subscribes to a positive Christianity without binding itself to a specific denomination. It opposes the Jewish materialist spirit within and around us and is convinced that a lasting recovery of our people can only come about by an effort from within based on the principle:


THE COMMON GOOD BEFORE THE INDIVIDUAL GOOD


25 In order to carry out these policies we demand: creation of a strong central authority in the Reich. The central parliament must have unlimited authority over the entire Reich and all its organizations.


The formation of chambers according to occupation and profession, to carry out in the individual provinces the basic law enacted by the Reich.


The leaders of the party pledge that they will relentlessly seek the implementation of these points, if necessary at the cost of their lives.





Source: adapted from Barbara Lane, Leila Rupp (eds) Nazi Ideology before 1933: A Documentation (Manchester University Press, 1978), pp. 41–43. This version is based on a document taken by the Munich police dated 24 February 1920.


After Hitler assumed leadership of the Party it began to take on its future shape. On 3 August 1921 a paramilitary unit was set up, the SA (Sturmabteilung), whose job was to protect party meetings and disrupt those of left-wing parties. In the spring of 1922 leadership of the SA was given to a young ex-pilot, Hermann Göring, who volunteered to work for the Party after hearing Hitler speak at a meeting. Göring had commanded the famous Richthofen Squadron at the end of the war and was an important recruit for the Party, eventually named as Hitler’s successor as Führer. On 29–30 January 1922 the Party held its first rally, with around 1,000 delegates; the first national party congress was held a year later in Munich, on 27–29 January 1923. The Party rapidly developed a national reputation as a rowdy, violent, radical movement, hostile to parliamentary rule, strongly anti-Semitic and in favour of some kind of national revolution. Hitler himself was arrested twice in 1922, serving a brief period in prison in between 24 June and 27 July. The Party was banned throughout most of Germany with the exception of Bavaria, its heartland. After the Italian Fascist Party leader, Benito Mussolini, staged a ‘March on Rome’ on 28 October 1922 which brought him the offer of the premiership, National Socialists began to think more seriously about launching a similar ‘March on Berlin’. On 3 November Hitler addressed a Party rally on the success of Mussolini and Italian ‘patriotism’: ‘In our country,’ he announced, ‘we will have to do the same . . .’


During 1923 the political and economic situation reached crisis point in Germany, making Hitler’s idea of a national revolution less fantastic. On 11 January 1923 French and Belgian troops occupied the Ruhr industrial region in north-west Germany, ostensibly to enforce German compliance with the payment of reparations. The German government reacted with a campaign of passive resistance, while the numerous nationalist parties and leagues (including the National Socialists) campaigned noisily against the whole Versailles system and the ‘November criminals’ who had made it possible. The Ruhr occupation accelerated the sudden collapse of the German currency, which had been the subject of a steady inflation since the end of the war in 1919, thanks largely to a vast government debt left over from the war of more than 150 billion marks. By the summer of 1923 the inflation had changed into hyperinflation, with the mark almost worthless by the end of the year. Millions of Germans dependent on pensions, or fixed incomes from investments or mortgages, were ruined; unemployment rose and there was widespread hunger in the cities. The conditions made for political extremism.





GERMAN INFLATION, NOVEMBER 1923





November 15, 1923 – Berlin


Unfortunate Germany! In constant turmoil, in constant unrest. A series of attempted Putsches has once more thrown the country into a state of excitement. In Munich the National Socialists, with Adolf Hitler and General Ludendorff, tried a coup d’état. On November 9 there were sudden revolts staged by Leftist elements in Saxony, Hamburg and Thuringia.


The value of the mark continues to drop to unbelievable figures, astronomical figures. When you go shopping you have to carry your banknotes in suitcases. Savings accounts have been absolutely wiped out. In order to mail a letter inside Germany I had to pay several million marks for a stamp. Germany’s money is worth less than a scrap of paper. Foreigners can buy anything in Germany for a microscopic sum of their gold-backed currency.


Before I left Kitzingen I called on one of Mother’s old friends, an old woman who had been one of the wealthiest women in that part of the country. I found the huge house stone-cold. All the rooms were practically empty. I found the old lady, shivering in blankets, by the fireplace in the only heated room in the house.


‘For heaven’s sake, Aunt Paula!’ I exclaimed. ‘Where are your rugs, your pictures, your furniture?’


‘All gone, child,’ she said, ‘All gone to the antique shop in Munich, piece by piece. I used to have an income. That is no longer worth anything, and my furniture and pictures have gone for bread, week by week. When the last of it goes . . .’ she shrugged her shoulders hopelessly.





Source: Bella Fromm Blood and Banquets: A Berlin Social Diary (Geoffrey Bles, London, 1943), p. 20.


Under this charged atmosphere, the small nationalist parties began to collaborate with the idea of creating a political revolution. On 2 September 1923, following a fiery Hitler speech in front of 25,000 people, and in the presence of General Erich Ludendorff (who had been the most important senior German commander in the last years of the war), a Fighting Association (Kampfbund) was set up including the SA and other paramilitary groups with the purpose of overthrowing the Berlin government. Hitler tempted Ludendorff with the prospect of becoming commander-in-chief of a new national army. During September and October, despite efforts by the government in Berlin to force the Bavarian regional government to disband the Kampfbund, ban the National Socialist Party and close down its newspaper (the Völkischer Beobachter), the Munich regime allowed Hitler to survive, anxious in case the crisis provoked a renewed threat from German communism.


In the chaotic atmosphere of the last months of 1923, Hitler and his Party leaders prepared to launch the national revolution and the March on Berlin from their Munich base. On 6 November the Bavarian government, under the temporary emergency authority of Gustav von Kahr, warned that any attempted Putsch by Hitler’s organization would be suppressed by force. Hitler set the date for his coup as 11 November, but when he learned that von Kahr was to address patriotic associations on the evening of 8 November in the Bürgerbräukeller, he decided to change the date for his coup to the earlier one. That evening 600 SA men, armed with rifles and machine guns, surrounded the beer cellar. Hitler arrived in a red Mercedes car, dressed in his trademark trench raincoat. Inside von Kahr was talking to a bored audience about the perils of Marxism, when Göring and a group of SA men burst in and set up a heavy machine gun. Hitler then strode through the hall, jumped on a chair, fired a round from his revolver into the ceiling and announced the start of the national revolution. Kahr and two other government leaders were browbeaten into endorsing the Putsch, and Hitler’s ally and former commanding officer, Captain Ernst Röhm, took a detachment of paramilitaries to occupy the Munich military headquarters.


The attempt to seize other military and police installations was a failure, and by the morning of 9 November it was clear that the coup was not even close to success. Kahr and his colleagues had escaped and were rallying forces against the coup. Ludendorff suggested a march on the town centre and Hitler, after some hesitation, agreed. It was this march, by a tired and uncertain column of Party members and supporters, that arrived in front of the Feldherrnhalle at a little after midday. They were met by a large detachment of police with heavy machine guns and an armoured car. Someone in the procession fired at the police cordon and the machine guns opened up. Göring, in the front row, was hit in the groin and collapsed; Hitler threw himself to the ground, dislocating his shoulder, and was saved from death by his bodyguard, Ulrich Graf, whose own body was riddled with bullets as he shielded his leader. In all, thirteen of the procession were killed plus two more when Röhm’s brief occupation of military headquarters was overcome. Four policemen were killed. Hitler limped away in the confusion and was taken to a friend’s house outside Munich, where he was arrested on 11 November, threatening suicide. There were violent pro-Hitler demonstrations in Munich for the next two days, but with his arrest on charges of high treason the Putsch finally petered out.


The failed coup might have cost Hitler his life, and ought to have ended his political career. Hitler, Ludendorff and a number of other conspirators were put on trial in Munich on 26 February 1924. Hitler was given extensive opportunity to declare that he had only been acting as a patriot, and the trial attracted nationalist attention from all over Germany. On 1 April the court sentenced him to five years in prison and acquitted Ludendorff. Requests to ensure that Hitler was deported to Austria after serving his sentence (which was legally possible) were overruled, and on 18 October 1924 the Austrian authorities withdrew his citizenship, making him formally ‘stateless’. He began his sentence in Landsberg prison, where he dictated the first volume of his autobiography to his secretary and disciple Rudolf Hess, which was later published in 1925 under the title Mein Kampf, ‘my struggle’, with a second volume a year later. The Party was banned even in Bavaria and those of his supporters who remained loyal to the cause joined a new patriotic association, the National Socialist Freedom Movement, which on 7 April 1924 won 17 per cent of the vote in regional elections in Bavaria, and 50 per cent in Munich. In Hitler’s absence, however, the momentum of the movement slowed, while Party leaders in other parts of Germany, particularly in Berlin, began to prepare for a new era without Hitler’s leadership. His opportunity came as a result of the leniency of the Bavarian authorities. In recognition of his exemplary behaviour as a prisoner, he was freed on 19 December 1924 and could once again take up the reins of leadership after serving just nine months of his five-year sentence.





HITLER’S POLITICAL ADOLESCENCE





I have met him [Hitler] a few times – not at any of his meetings, of course. The first time was in 1920, at the home of my friend Clemens von Franckenstein, which was then the Lenbach villa. According to the butler, one of those present was forcing his way in everywhere, had already been there a full hour. It was Hitler. He had managed an invitation to Clé’s house under the guise of being interested in operatic scenic design. Hitler very likely had the idea that theatrical design was connected with interior decorating and wallpaper-hanging, his former profession.


He had come to a house, where he had never been before, wearing gaiters, a floppy, wide-brimmed hat, and carrying a riding whip. There was a collie, too. The effect, among the Gobelin tapestries and cool marble walls, was something akin to a cowboy’s sitting down on the steps of a baroque altar in leather breeches, spurs and with a Colt at his side. But Hitler sat there, the stereotype of a head waiter – at that time he was thinner, and looked somewhat starved – both impressed and restricted by the presence of a real live Herr Baron . . . Eventually, he managed to launch into a speech. He talked on and on, endlessly. He preached. He went on at us like a division chaplain in the Army. We did not in the least contradict him, or venture to differ in any way, but he began to bellow at us. The servants thought we were being attacked, and rushed in to defend us.


When he had gone, we sat silently confused and not at all amused. There was a feeling of dismay, as when on a train you suddenly find you are sharing a compartment with a psychotic. We sat for a long time and no one spoke.





Source: Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen Diary of a Man in Despair (Audiogrove, London, 1995), pp. 23–4



1925–1928
Refounding the Party



The Germany that Hitler returned to in 1925 had survived the crisis of 1923 and begun to establish a greater degree of political and economic stability. The inflation ended in 1923 and a new stable currency, masterminded by the banker Hjalmar Schacht, was introduced. The Allies agreed to reschedule the financial reparations demanded from Germany in the Dawes Plan of April 1924. The inflation left millions of Germans much poorer than they had been before it, but the stabilization allowed normal economic activity to be resumed and the German economy entered its first period of stable expansion since the outbreak of war in 1914. The 1924 parliamentary elections produced a centre–right coalition government whose dominant figure was the German People’s Party leader, Gustav Stresemann. He was able to persuade much of the right wing that it was more sensible to work with the former Allied powers rather than against them, and in 1925 negotiated a treaty at Locarno with Britain, France, Italy and Belgium which confirmed the frontiers of Western Europe agreed in 1919, giving Germany some guarantee against further French encroachments. The Locarno Treaty of 1 December 1925 was the first agreement since the war in which Germany had negotiated as an equal partner. On 19 September 1926 Germany was admitted to the post-war League of Nations as a reward for her international good behaviour.


The post-war crisis in Germany also encouraged a mood of indulgent, even decadent social and artistic life. Berlin became famous as a centre for cabaret and the new music craze, American jazz. Many Germans reacted to inflation and impoverishment by trying to forget about the future and live for the present. The despair and nihilism was turned into vibrant modern art and literature. The German expressionist painters – Otto Dix, Max Beckmann, Max Ernst and a host of others – produced works that were savage indictments of the age, or lurid flights of the imagination. The playwright Bertolt Brecht and the artist Käthe Kollwitz used their communism to write plays and verse, or to paint images that invoked the failures of the bourgeois German world that had spawned crisis in the first place. The satirical artist Georg Grosz lampooned traditional German society in his cartoons and sketches, and in 1923 was put on trial and fined for work that his judge regarded as pornographic. Many Germans, among them Hitler, rejected modernism and deplored both its challenge to existing values and its nihilism, but it turned Germany briefly into the European centre of a richly experimental and creative culture.


For Hitler and his supporters, the stable years of the Weimar Republic worked against the prospect of his national revolution, which flourished on crisis. Hitler’s first task was to refound the Party and re-establish his authority over it. During his imprisonment the northern wing of his supporters in Prussia, the largest German province, had rallied behind one of Hitler’s close collaborators, the chemist Gregor Strasser, who became a parliamentary deputy in December 1924 as part of a radical nationalist bloc on the ‘left’ of the Party. He saw himself as a ‘colleague’ of Hitler, not a mere follower. Another former supporter, Ernst Röhm, briefly imprisoned in 1924, had since become the leader of around 30,000 paramilitary supporters and did not want to take orders from Hitler. General Ludendorff resigned from the National Socialist Freedom Movement in February 1925 and distanced himself from his former partner. It took Hitler more than a year to overturn the many threats to his continued role as Führer. On 16 February 1925 he benefited from the decision of the Bavarian regional government to lift the emergency ban on the National Socialist Party imposed in 1923. On 26 February the first new issue of the Party paper appeared with Hitler’s directives for reconstructing the Party, and on 27 February Hitler delivered his first speech after leaving prison in the same beerhall where the failed Putsch had been launched. Thousands of supporters gathered outside, unable to get seats. The speech was one of the most important of his career. Many of those in the hall welcomed his return and endorsed his demand to be considered the sole source of authority for the Party, but others kept their distance. Strasser agreed to collaborate as an equal rather than a subordinate, and assumed leadership of the north German wing of the Party, supported by Joseph Goebbels, a virulent anti-Semite and anti-Marxist from the Ruhr, who wanted National Socialism to adopt a more revolutionary profile and who initially saw Hitler as a reactionary figure.


The Party that Hitler tried to rebuild was part of a broader nationalist movement which was fragmented into many small groups and associations, with a limited membership. Hitler wanted to separate his Party from the rest of the nationalist front and give it a clear identity. The opportunity to display the new party came with the death of the first president of the Weimar Republic, the moderate social-democrat Friedrich Ebert, on 28 February 1925. Hitler’s Party decided to put up General Ludendorff as their candidate against the socialist Wilhelm Marx and Ludendorff’s former commander-in-chief Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg. Hindenburg was a national hero, victor of the Battle of Tannenberg in 1914 which had saved Germany from Russian invasion at the start of the First World War. The election result showed how far Hitler still had to go. Ludendorff won only 285,000 votes out of the 27 million cast and was eliminated from the second run-off election, in which Hindenburg won by a narrow majority, the beneficiary of votes switched from Ludendorff. The election of Hindenburg gave the nationalist centre and right in Germany a figure to rally round, making the prospects for Hitler’s national revolution even dimmer. His own situation was made worse by the decision taken in Bavaria on 9 March 1925 to ban him from speaking; the ban was imposed in most other German provinces and lasted for two years. He was forced to give speeches to private gatherings and lost the opportunity to do what he had done so effectively before 1923 in rallying support through carefully staged and theatrical public appearances.


By the end of 1925 the Party was only half the size it had been in 1923, with 27,000 members organized in 600 small local branches. It was a marginal movement with little prospect of power. Disillusionment in the north German wing of the Party led Gregor Strasser to draft a new party programme in February 1926, with a more aggressively socialist and anti-capitalist message. On 14 February Hitler called together a meeting of delegates from all over Germany at the Bavarian city of Bamberg, to both assert his undivided authority over the movement and quash any idea of Party democracy or a more socialist political agenda. He spoke for a remarkable five hours, an achievement that perhaps stunned his audience into acquiescence. The speech defined the future of the movement. Hitler rejected any alteration in the Party programme of 1920 – it was, he said, ‘the foundation of our religion, of our ideology’ – and also rejected the idea of popular nationalist revolution in favour of the legal path to power, using democratic institutions to destroy democracy. He insisted that his own person as Leader was an indispensable factor in the Party’s future success, and succeeded in extracting oaths of loyalty from all those present, including the more sceptical Strasser. The meeting restored Hitler to his position as Führer. On 22 May, a meeting in Munich confirmed that Hitler’s party programme was unalterable and established a small National Socialist leadership corps with Hitler as chairman, subject to no constitutional constraints. On 3–4 July 1926 the second national Party Congress was held at Weimar, where Hitler was formally accorded the title of ‘Leader’. Reviewing a parade of SA on 4 July, Hitler for the first time stretched out his arm in greeting in what afterwards became, during the period of the dictatorship, the mandatory Hitler salute.


In the second half of 1926 some of the key organizations of the Party were established on a firm foundation. In July the Hitler Youth was instigated, based on a youth branch of the Party first set up in 1922. On 1 November 1926 Hitler refounded the SA without Ernst Röhm who, disillusioned with politics, had left for Latin America. The SA was now led by Franz Pfeffer von Salomon, who accepted Hitler’s demand that the paramilitary organization become subordinate to the Party, even though many of its predominantly working-class recruits were not actually Party members. The SA remained an unruly element, and in May 1927 the SA leader in Munich, the released murderer Edmund Heines, was expelled for his refusal to toe the Party line. In order to provide himself with a loyal security guard Hitler, in November 1925, had set up the Schutzstaffel (SS), a small unit drawn from the SA, whose job was to protect above all the person of the Leader. To satisfy the ambitions of the north German wing of the Party, Gregor Strasser was made Chief of Propaganda on 16 September and on 1 November Goebbels was rewarded with the task of organizing the Party in the capital as regional leader (Gauleiter) of Berlin. Over the following year the Party made slow progress, building up a national network of supporters and office-holders. In 1928 a national system of regional leaders was confirmed, each Gauleiter personally appointed by Hitler and bound to him by an oath of loyalty. The central apparatus of the Party was dominated by Hitler from the Munich headquarters which was rehoused in 1931 in a large villa in the city centre, called the Brown House, after the yellow-brown shade adopted by the Party as the colour of its uniform.


During 1927 the Party focused its efforts on trying to win the German working class away from Marxism. Many Party members came from a working-class background, though the leadership was predominantly middle class, a cross-section of civil servants, small businessmen, craftsmen, teachers, ex-soldiers or political drifters (like Hitler himself). By 1928 the Party membership had increased to around 95,000 but the conditions necessary to turn that support into effective political success were still absent. In May 1928 there were fresh parliamentary elections and the Party embarked on a national propaganda campaign in the cities. The result was a disaster for Hitler’s strategy of the legal path to power. The Party polled only 809,000 votes (100,000 fewer than the nationalist alliance in 1924) and won only 12 Reichstag seats. Hitler was technically stateless and could not be a parliamentary deputy, but Gregor Strasser and Hermann Göring became his principal representatives in the Reichstag. The largest gains were made by the German Social Democratic Party with 153 seats, and in June 1928 a broad coalition government was formed with a socialist chancellor, Hermann Müller, and Stresemann as foreign minister.


The National Socialists began a lengthy post-mortem about what had gone wrong with their campaign. The highest successes had come in the countryside and small towns. It became clear that there was a much broader potential support for the movement here than in the cities, where the German socialist and communist parties were difficult to dislodge. On 31 August 1928 Hitler convened, instead of the annual party rally, a gathering of all Party leaders in the Munich beerhall to discuss Party organization. A former regional leader, Artur Dinter, made a proposal that Hitler should be advised by a Party ‘senate’ on questions of political strategy. In the subsequent vote, Dinter’s was the only one in favour. In October he was expelled from the Party and Hitler sent a circular letter to all Party leaders asking them to indicate their agreement that his authority in the Party should be unlimited. They all returned their approval. On 16 November Hitler gave his first speech in the German capital, at the Berlin Sports Palace, in front of 10,000 supporters. The decision to focus on Berlin marked an important change for Hitler, whose movement was widely regarded as southern German, with its centre in Bavaria. Over the following year Hitler began to move from the local to the national stage, paving the way for the startling expansion of the movement when Germany was plunged once again into political and economic crisis.





THE RACIAL STATE





We National Socialists as champions of a new philosophy of life must never base ourselves on so-called ‘accepted facts’ – and false ones at that. If we did, we would not be the champions of a new great idea, but the coolies of the present-day lie. We must distinguish in the sharpest way between the state as a vessel and the race as its content. This vessel has meaning only if it can preserve and protect the content; otherwise it is useless.


Thus the highest purpose of a racial state is concern for the preservation of those original racial elements which bestow culture and create the beauty and dignity of a higher mankind. We, as Aryans, can conceive of the state only as the living organism of this nationality which not only assures the preservation of this nationality, but by the development of its spiritual and ideal abilities leads it to the highest freedom ... We National Socialists know that with this conception we stand as revolutionaries in the world of today and are also branded as such.





Source: Adolf Hitler Mein Kampf (ed. D.C.Watt, Hutchinson, London, 1969), p. 358


1929–1932
The Search for the German Messiah


Hitler and his Party would never have come to power without the severe economic and political crisis that engulfed Germany from 1929 onwards. The chief problem was the fragile nature of economic revival in Germany after the inflation; economic fears paved the way for political radicalism, both left and right. The economic problems of the republic began before the Wall Street Crash of October 1929, when the American stock market started its precipitous collapse. German recovery had been very dependent on foreign loans, many of them short-term, and on the revival of international trade. During 1929 the supply of loans began to dry up as investors became cautious about sustained German economic growth. German agriculture, and many of the traditional German craft trades, were declining sectors, hit by price falls and the rise of new, cheaper mass-produced consumer goods. Unemployment was high throughout the good years of the 1920s, but by the spring of 1929 it reached 3 million. Relations between business leaders and trade unions were poor throughout the 1920s thanks to the introduction shortly after the war of new legislation on wage bargaining, and in 1928 there were large-scale strikes and lockouts in the Ruhr-Rhineland industrial heartland. The antagonism chiefly benefited the German Communist Party because many workers thought the social-democrats too cautious. In 1928 the communists won four times more votes than Hitler, with 54 seats in parliament.


The first signs of economic downturn in 1929 created growing alarm among a German population that did not want to return to the instability and hardships of the early 1920s. Fear of a communist revival was a powerful one among all political and social groups, particularly the moderate socialists, who needed to keep working-class support to remain in power. Anti-communism remained one of the principal factors pushing voters towards support for Hitler’s party, because National Socialism (and especially its violent paramilitary wing, the SA) was identified as the only force in Germany in the late 1920s willing to take the battle directly into communist strongholds. During the spring and summer of 1929 the Party began to make modest electoral gains. In the local elections in Saxony in May they won 5 per cent of the vote, double the national average achieved the year before. On 23 June the Party won control of the town council in the city of Coburg, and a National Socialist became mayor. Following this success Hitler found himself propelled into national politics by a decision to join with other nationalist groups in a campaign against the Young Plan, negotiated by the American financier Owen Young and signed on 7 June 1929, which gave Germany some relief from immediate reparation demands, but committed Germany to paying reparations until 1988 at a rate of two billion marks a year. A National Committee was formed, made up of the huge veterans’ organization the Steel Helmet (Stahlhelm), led by Franz Seldte, the German National People’s Party (DNVP), led by the newspaper owner Alfred Hugenberg, and the National Socialists. Hitler was the junior partner in the national coalition, but he was the one to profit most from it.


In September Hugenberg and Hitler launched the campaign for a national plebiscite against ‘the Enslavement of the German People’. The aim was to secure signatures against the Young Plan from at least 10 per cent of the electorate (the constitutional requirement) so as to compel parliament to institute a national referendum on the issue. Hitler made the most of the campaign: he appeared on platforms side-by-side with the country’s nationalist elite, while Party propaganda took the opportunity to attack the whole Versailles system, the vindictiveness of the Allies and the supine behaviour of the Weimar governments. By 31 October 1929 over 4 million signatures had been secured and the referendum was scheduled to take place in December. The campaign that followed was a failure, for only 5.8 million people voted against the Young Plan, while Hugenberg alienated his more moderate nationalist allies and the conservative president, von Hindenburg, by his strident language. On 10 March 1930 the German parliament voted to accept the terms of the Young Plan. Hitler, on the other hand, enjoyed unrestricted publicity in the Hugenberg press for four months and had no allies to alienate in his savage attacks on the existing order. By the end of the year Hitler was at last a genuine national figure, and one identified in the eyes of many Germans as someone committed to changing the existing system and the unfair balance of international power, which still made Germany’s fate an object of the interests of other states.


The Wall Street Crash of October 1929 coincided with the death of Gustav Stresemann, who was the architect of most of the international agreements secured with the West. His death, coming at the same time as a growing economic panic, undermined what efforts were being made to sustain a moderate centre politics in Germany. In early 1930 a bitter argument over cuts in welfare between the social-democrats and their coalition partners ended with the resignation of the chancellor on 27 March, and the decision of the social democrats to abandon participation in government (which they did not exercise again until the 1960s). The Catholic Centre Party leader, Heinrich Brüning, was invited to form a new government but it was a weak coalition of right and centre parties. The need to push through tough measures to keep down government spending in a time of rapidly rising unemployment and shrinking tax revenues forced Brüning to rely more and more on rule by presidential decree, under Article 48 of the constitution. The practice accelerated the decline of public trust in the parliamentary system, while the strictly deflationary policies made the economic crisis worse. In June 1930 unemployment was double the rate of a year before. Reichstag elections were called for September in an atmosphere of growing crisis.


The electoral tactics adopted by the National Socialists in 1930 differed markedly from 1928. The Party organized associations of National Socialist teachers, students, doctors and lawyers who could be counted on to spread the word among colleagues and peers. Greater emphasis was placed on recruiting the conservative sections of the community and playing down the socialism of the movement. This provoked crisis in May 1930 when Gregor Strasser’s brother, Otto, confronted Hitler with accusations of betrayal to the middle classes. He and a number of other radical members left the Party in protest and in 1933 Otto fled to Canada to avoid Hitler’s vengeance. In late August the SA leader, von Salomon, argued with Hitler over the role of the SA, which he saw as a rival to the established national army, and he resigned when Hitler refused to listen to his views. In Berlin radical SA units under Walter Stennes went on strike in protest but Hitler intervened personally to keep the radical element in the SA under control, taking over temporary command of the SA himself. The new direction of electoral policy was made clear with the appointment, on 1 June 1930, of Walther Darré as head of the Party’s agrarian sector. He set about revolutionizing the Party’s activities in the countryside with the establishment of Party cells in every rural district and a Party trustee, usually a local and well-respected farmer, in every village and hamlet. Germany’s peasantry were hit particularly harshly by the slump, and the fall in agricultural prices, together with the National Socialist promise to cut interest rates and protect German producers, turned millions of farm votes towards Hitler. In the rural districts of northern Protestant Germany the Party polled an average of 43 per cent of the votes in the 1930 election.


Hitler imposed upon himself a gruelling schedule of high-profile election speeches across the whole of Germany during August and September. The results, when they were declared on 14 September, showed an astonishing increase in the National Socialist vote. From just 12 seats in 1928, the Party now had 107 and a popular vote of 6.4 million; from a small splinter party it had become the second-largest party in parliament, behind the 143 social-democrat seats and well ahead of the increased representation for the German communists, who increased their deputies from 54 to 77. The result for Brüning was disastrous because the extremes had been strengthened at the expense of the moderate centre parties on which he had hoped to rely for a parliamentary majority. The three largest parties – social-democrats, communists and National Socialists – refused to serve under him, and his government survived only by using rule by presidential decree and relying on occasional support from the German Social-Democrat Party, which did not want to see either National Socialists or communists benefiting from the political crisis. The Hitler movement recorded even higher gains in many of the regional elections held during 1930. The capacity of the movement to mobilize the growing protest votes against parliamentary weakness and mounting poverty surprised even Hitler and the Party leadership, showing the extent to which success relied on the deepening of the crisis rather than on the Party’s electoral tactics. Hitler found himself in the strange position of seeking a strong Germany yet profiting from its weaknesses at one and the same time.





DESCENT INTO CIVIL WAR, OCTOBER 1930











	Monday, 13 October 1930


	Berlin










Reichstag opening. The whole afternoon and evening mass demonstrations by the Nazis. During the afternoon they smashed the windows of Wertheim, Grünfeld, and other department stores in the Leipzigerstrasse. In the evening they assembled in the Potsdamer Platz, shouting ‘Germany awake!’ ‘Death to Judah’, ‘Heil Hitler.’ Their ranks were continually dispersed by the police, in lorries and on horseback. At half past eleven I went down Leipzigerstrasse to Friedrichstrasse and stood outside the Fürstenhof for three quarters of an hour. In the main the Nazis consisted of adolescent riff-raff which made off yelling as soon as the police began to use rubber truncheons. I have never witnessed so much rabble in these parts.


In front of the Fürstenhof I watched some of these youngsters, unemployed getting an extra dole, perform regular patrol duty. From time to time a pack of adolescents, pursued by the police, would rush by in wild disorder. Poor devils who had received two or three marks from the Thyssen money-box for proving their ‘patriotic’ frame of mind. These disorders remind me of the days just before the revolution [of 1918/19], with the same mass meetings and the same Catilian figures lounging about and demonstrating.


If the Government does not take matters firmly in hand, we shall slide into civil war. In any case today’s rioting will, I estimate, cost us between five hundred million and a billion marks in stock exchange losses and the withdrawal of foreign assets. The destruction in Leipzigerstrasse as well as the patrols between Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse and Potsdamer Platz confirm that the mischief was organised. Only businesses with Jewish names suffered . . . Nazis invaded the Palast-Hotel and in the hall roared ‘Germany awake!’ and ‘Death to Judah.’ The gorge rises at so much pig-headed stupidity and spite.





Source: C. Kessler (ed) The Diaries of a Cosmopolitan 1918–1937: Count Harry Kessler (Phoenix Press, London, 2000), pp. 400–1


Over the following two years Hitler and his movement sought a way to achieve power through a combination of the ballot box and noisy, sometimes violent, street protest. Over the same period the major political parties of the left and centre tried to find a way of preventing him from achieving power. Hitler was clear in his mind that he had to avoid the risk of any hasty and illegal action on the part of the Party and the paramilitary SA, many of whom were not satisfied with electoral politics and wanted some strategy for seizing power. On 30 November 1930 he addressed a congress of the SA where he announced his decision to appoint Ernst Röhm, the former SA leader, as the new SA chief-of-staff. In January 1931 the SA was reorganized to cope with its rapidly growing numbers. Over the following two years the organization grew from 100,000 men to half-a-million, many of them recruited from the army of unemployed, which grew from almost 5 million in January 1931 to reach a peak of over 6 million a year later. SA men could be sure of regular meals and welfare while the comradeship and street fighting against communists gave them a strong shared sense of identity as soldiers of the national revolution. On 5 January 1931 Röhm was formally appointed chief-of-staff, while Hitler retained the supreme command.


Almost immediately Hitler was faced with a crisis in the restless ranks of the SA. On 20 February he issued a directive that the SA was to cease street fighting for the moment in order to enhance the Party’s image of legality. However the directive was challenged by the SA in Berlin and Eastern Germany under the command of Walter Stennes, who had already clashed with Hitler in August 1930 when his SA men had occupied the offices of the Berlin Gauleiter, Joseph Goebbels, in protest at the failure to include SA men as candidates in the election. Goebbels was himself on the radical wing of the party, in favour of involving workers more fully in the movement. On 15 January 1931 the Party had set up a National Socialist Factory Cell Organization based in Berlin to recruit working-class members; like the SA, the organization was keen to engage in more extra-parliamentary activity. The crisis point was reached when the chancellor, Heinrich Brüning, published an emergency decree on 28 March outlawing the wearing of political uniforms, banning street demonstrations and requiring all parties to obtain police permission before holding political rallies. On 30 March Hitler announced that all Party members should obey the new legislation. Two days later, Stennes led his SA in a revolt in Berlin against the Party leadership. Hitler travelled to the capital and made an emotional appeal for loyalty which succeeded in stifling the rebellion. Stennes was expelled from the SA and the Party, and all SA men in the area that Stennes had commanded were compelled to swear an oath of loyalty to Hitler or face expulsion. The following day Goebbels was ordered to carry out a purge of the SA and the local Party organization. Stennes was replaced by Edmund Heines, who had previously been expelled from the Party for homosexuality and insubordination.


The conflict with Stennes highlighted the tensions in the Party created by the decision to pursue the legal path to power at a time when the economic crisis was creating what many regarded as the ripe conditions for a revolution. Despite the ban on uniforms and demonstrations, the streets of Germany’s major cities descended into something approaching a state of civil war between communists and nationalists. Both sides resorted to political murder and the police found it difficult to control the breakdown of law and order. During 1931 46 Party members were killed and 4,800 wounded in the violence. In local elections the National Socialists began to win very large shares of the vote. In Oldenburg on 17 May 1931 they won over 37 per cent; in Hamburg (one of the centres of communist activity) the Party won 25 per cent of the vote in September. The Party now took large numbers of seats in municipal and provincial assemblies as popular confidence in the parliamentary system and the economic future of Germany began to evaporate almost entirely. Party leaders pressed Hitler to engage in more radical tactics, but he remained adamant that only the legal path to power would work in Germany. During the summer months he began to establish contacts with other leading political figures in order to find allies for the eventual moment when the President would be compelled to invite him to form a government. In mid-July 1931 he agreed to form a national front with the veterans’ league, the Steel Helmet (Stahlhelm), and the German Nationalist Party, former allies from the campaign against the Young Plan. He was invited to meet Brüning in July, and again in October, to see whether his movement could be incorporated as part of a coalition, but Hitler refused to co-operate. On 11 October the alliance with the Steel Helmet and the nationalists was cemented formally in a meeting at Bad Harzburg, where the nationalist ‘Harzburg Front’ was formed. Hitler ensured that there remained some distance between his party and the conservative nationalists under Hugenberg, but the alliance brought together all those forces in Germany hostile to the failing Weimar constitution, the Versailles settlement and the threat of communist revolution created through economic collapse.





ALBERT SPEER JOINS THE PARTY, 1931





The following day I applied for membership in the National Socialist Party and in January 1931 became member Number 474,481.


It was an utterly undramatic decision. Then and ever afterward I scarcely felt myself to be a member of a political party. I was not choosing the NSDAP, but becoming a follower of Hitler, whose magnetic force had reached out to me the first time I saw him and had not, thereafter, released me. His persuasiveness, the peculiar magic of his by no means pleasant voice, the oddity of his rather banal manner, the seductive simplicity with which he attacked the complexity of our problems – all that bewildered and fascinated me. I knew virtually nothing about his programme. He had taken hold of me before I had grasped what was happening . . .


It must have been during these months that my mother saw an SA parade in the streets of Heidelberg. The sight of discipline in a time of chaos, the impression of energy in an atmosphere of universal hopelessness, seems to have won her over also. At any rate, without ever having heard a speech or read a pamphlet, she joined the party. Both of us seem to have felt this decision to be a breach with a liberal family tradition. In any case, we concealed it from one another and from my father. Only years later, long after I had become part of Hitler’s inner circle, did my mother and I discover by chance that we shared early membership in the party . . .


I did see quite a number of rough spots in the party doctrines. But I assumed that they would be polished in time, as has so often happened in the history of other revolutions. The crucial fact appeared to me to be that I personally had to choose between a future Communist Germany or a future National Socialist Germany . . .





Source: Albert Speer Inside the Third Reich (Weidenfeld, London, 1970), pp. 17–19


While Hitler was learning to play the role of a national politician he was struck by a personal crisis that might have ended his career if he had not, in the end, restrained his reaction. On the evening of 18 September 1931 Hitler’s twenty-three-year-old niece, Geli Raubal, killed herself with Hitler’s pistol in his apartment in Munich following an argument with her uncle. The body was only discovered the following morning when Hitler was in Nuremberg. Urgent telephone calls to Hitler’s hotel discovered that his cavalcade had just left. A hotel porter was sent in pursuit by taxi and finally delivered the news. Hitler raced back to Munich in turmoil. His relationship with Geli has been open to much speculation, but there is no doubt that she was an important part of his private world, and her loss hit him severely. He withdrew to a villa on Tegernsee for a few days to try to master what one witness called his ‘hysterical despair’. There were fears that he might follow her example and kill himself, and for that reason the funeral was arranged in Vienna on 23 September without Hitler being present. The following day he arrived in Hamburg to give an election address, but on 25 September he drove to Vienna and the next day went with his family to Geli’s new grave to pay his last respects. The full truth of the relationship between uncle and niece has never been discovered.


During the last few months of 1931 the economic crisis continued to worsen as credit dried up, bankruptcies increased and industrial production fell back to the levels of the 1890s. As investors panicked, over 6 billion marks of funds were withdrawn from Germany and only an international agreement signed on 20 June 1931 to suspend the repayment of loans and reparations for a year, usually known as the Hoover Moratorium, prevented the German government from facing bankruptcy. Reparations were never paid again. The number of registered unemployed, which peaked in the winter of 1931–2, did not include all of those not liable for union registration, nor the millions of German workers forced to work short hours. The scale of the economic devastation and the length of the recession, which shattered the rising expectations prompted by the brief period of economic recuperation in the 1920s, played a primary role in pushing many German voters to the political extremes, both right and left, and undermining still further the prospect of building a moderate centre in parliament. The rise in extremism prompted Brüning to pass a further decree law on 8 December banning all political badges and uniforms, and limiting the freedom of the press and the right of assembly. The move was directed principally at the National Socialists, partly prompted by the discovery of compromising documents in the possession of a Party delegate in the local Hesse parliament, Werner Best, outlining how the movement should act in the event of an attempted communist coup. The publicity generated by the so-called ‘Boxheimer documents’ did not affect the Party’s continued expansion. By the end of 1931 there were 806,300 members.
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Reichstag
National results:
Winning party per constituency: 20 May 1928 6 Nov 1932
:] SPD (Social Democrats) 29.8% 20.4%
Zentrum BVP
V/A (Centre; Bavarian People’s Party) 15.2% 15%
DNVP (Nationalists) 14.3% 8.3%
NSDAP (National Socialist) 2.6% 33.1%
KPD (Communists) 10.6% 16.9%
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